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AESTRACT 



The present descriptions ot play of children two to 
five are based cn the theory that the feur processes of understanding 
include four different emphases: (1) imitation, (2) exploration, (3) 

prediction, and (4) construction (building, etc.) . Therefore, the 
categories of children's play discussed are transformations ot each 
of these types* Play is a reversal of the usual adaptive behavior 
sequences and permits the subject more variation and control over the 
instrumental behavior within these sequences* Play, while not always 
s el f- ev ident , usually occurs in a space set aside fer toys and play 
activity at established times after adult-required activities, and is 
accompanied by signs ot pleasure, relaxation, and excitement* Play is 
voluntary and often includes role playing* The observer ot play must 
note who is being portrayed, what acts are being expressed, and what 
the setting and time are within the play activity* The categories 
included in this paper deal only with self-play as distinguished from 
social play* Extensive descriptions of play at specific ages make up 
most cf the document* (AJ) 
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A DESCRIPTIVE ACCOUNT OF FOUR MODES OF CHILDREN'S 



PLAY BETWEEN ONE AND FIVE YEARS. 



Prion Sutton-Smith 

T’rofessor of Psychology ant? Education 
Teachers College, Columbia University 



This is a preliminary statement, representing a basis for 
'Observations and further categorizations to be carried out 
in the Spring of 1971. It can be used for play diagnostic 
purposes as it stands, but the user should be aware that 
there may be many phenomena that escape these categories. 
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INTRODUCTION 



The present descriptions of play are based on the theory that the 
processes of knowing or understanding include fo’ir different emphases. 

While any act of knowing may well involve all of these y they are 
separable, because there are tim-»s when one or other of these emphases 
predominates in a child's activity. Th? four processes of knowing are 
imitation , exploration , prediction and construction .* 

A child knows through imitatio n , when he copies the acts of someone 
else. Modelling theories of learning place a great reliance on the child's 
capacity for this sort of kno ring. Much imitation is covert, as in 
observational or latent learning: some is overt and exaggerated as in 
mimicry. 

A child knows through exploration when he seeks to analyse how things 
work how they came to be the way they are, and what they can do. The 
emphasis here is upon the child discovering the connections between things, 
places or people in the world outside of himself. 



A child knows through prediction , when he tests out whether his own 
behavior will have the effects he thinks it will have. Here he is testing 
himself out. He is seeking self- validation in the relationship between 



* Each involves a basic theory of truth, namely that truth can be obtained 
through correspondence, through causal analysis, through pragmatic outcome 
or through coherence. The assumption here is that these classic theories 
of truth themselves reflect underlying processes in the genetics of 
epistemology. 
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himself and the outside wjorld. VJhile the emphasis in exploration is on 
the objective world and its interconnections , the emphasis in prediction 
is upon the subjective world and its possibilities. Operant forms of 
learning might be considered to reflect this form of knowing. 

A child knows through construction when he puts things together 
in his own way. When the pieces of the pattern fit to provide some new 
meaningfulness, some higher level operation, then, in effect, we have 
learning through construction. Cognitive theories of learning as well 
as general theories of cognition 'Piagetian, Gestalt) might exemplify 
this type of approach. 

It is necessary to point out, that this is an organismic or active 
theory of the \ray in which the child knowrs. It suggests that most theories 
of learning and cognition derive their substance from one of these basic 
processes in the capacity of the active organism. 

In the pages that follow, children’s play is approached as a 
transformation of each of these types of knowing. Exploration becomes 
^vploratory play; imitation becomes imitative play, prediction becomes 
testing, and construction becomes world building. 

Unfortunately it is not easy to be sure when this transformation 
from an adaptive act of knowing to play knowing has occurred. There hasn’t 
been sufficiently precise study to establish clearly when a child passes 
across the boundaries from one to the other. Furthermore the types them- 
selves are not always distinct. In the meantime it seems wiser to be over 
inclusive than the contrary. It is better to include thimgs we may later 
discard than to leave things out we might wish we had kept. 

Play Definition 

If we consider the human organism as goal seeking and various 
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